[Imaging of gastrointestinal inflammation : Characteristic patterns and signs].
Pathological conditions of the gastrointestinal tract can result from various disorders, including inflammatory, infectious, neoplastic, and ischemic diseases. Cross-sectional imaging techniques have largely replaced many of the conventional fluoroscopic examinations, such as small bowel follow-through and double-contrast barium enema. The former allow for time-efficient, accurate, and minimally invasive diagnostics. Therefore, they have become important diagnostic tools for the evaluation of inflammatory diseases of the gastrointestinal tract. The distension of the intestinal lumen with orally administered neutral contrast media improves not only the evaluation of the intraluminal aspect, but also of the cross-sectional appearance. Furthermore, with cross-sectional imaging techniques, the additional assessment of the extraintestinal structures and organs is also possible. With the ongoing development of scanner and software technology, pathologic conditions of the gastrointestinal wall can be characterized in more detail by both computed tomography and magnetic resonance imaging. A structured approach, based on the analysis of typical radiological signs and patterns, combined with the evaluation of extraintestinal findings may help to assign the observed imaging findings to specific disease groups. This article summarizes common signs and typical patterns frequently seen in inflammatory conditions of the gastrointestinal tract. A systematic approach for structured analysis of specific and nonspecific imaging features and common pitfalls may aid in the interpretation and help to narrow the spectrum of potential differential diagnoses.